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Twelve Steps from
the Blues

by Ivor S. Irwin

Michael Parker, Hello Down There. New
York: Scribner’s, 1993, 273 pp. $20.
Tim Sandlin, Sorrow Floats. New York:
Henry Holt, 1992, 352 pp. $21.95.
Luke Whisnant, Watching TV with the
Red Chinese. Chapel Hill: Algonquin,
1992, 310 pp. $17.95.

In case you haven't noticed, which is close
to impossible, there’s an agitprop of
addiction going on out there. In fact,
there’s an epidemic of puerile hucksterism
coming out of the arts in general. The
counter reaction to the bacchanal of the
late 1960s, '70s, and early ‘80s may yet go
on for longer than the actual party. After
years of having been collectively spoon-fed
picaresque tales of what we selfish
Americans did to almost self-medicate
ourselves into a kind of shared de-
evolutionary holocaust, the evidence is in.
Imagine: tens of millions of baby boomers,
products of a permissive society,
embarrassed because they didn’t even
need to be offered bars of soap.

Somewhere in between the Beats,
featuring Kerouac before he drank
himself into the grave, and Nancy
Reagan in a cute little red Bill Blass
number doing her “Just say Nyet”
thing, there are stories to tell. Right? |
mean Americans don’t say Je ne regret
riens; instead, regret is all, and they
weep buckets of tears and promptly
turn the tears into “art.”

This “movement” got started in the
strangest way, however. Celebrities, of
course, have the best hand-wringing
and permission-giving acts. My per-
sonal favorite was Linda “I-did-so-
much-coke-that-I-had-to-have-my-
nose-cauterized-three-times” Ronstadt
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(I'm paraphrasing) in Rolling Stone and
on various talk shows. Endless oppor-
tunities present themselves: the
graphic how-to; the perverse, chang-
ing relationship between doctor and
patient as admonitions on both sides
are given and ignored in a suitably
cloth-eared manner; the changing ex-
pression on Linda’s face as, by that
fatefui epiphanic third time, the pro-
cess no longer holds any mystery at all.
if I'm waxing soporific to you here,
perhaps it's because you're so sick of
seeing and hearing the same jaded lore
from middle-aged rock stars, writers,
and actors about lost weekends, empty
glasses, and dead friends that a more
down-to-earth hero such as Wade
Boggs can offer perhaps what should
have been the last chapter. Sure, there
were booze and drugs outside the
confines of Fenway Park, but Wade,
with the sweetest swing in the most
poetic sport, gave us a new bugaboo:
sexual addiction. When the consum-
mate blue-collar, meat-and-potatoes
third baseman of the Boston Red Sox
checks into a 12-step program for
group help in keeping that sporty
phallus in his pants and exclusively for
the use of his wife, you know that
society is changing.

Lest you misunderstand my amaze-
ment at the Boggs case as a sort of
elitist sneer, | beg to differ. There are
self-help groups for seemingly every
kind of addiction now available for
people of all classes. This seems to be a
good thing. A bit of group rhetoric
and discussion never hurt anyone. In
fact, this addiction to discussing addic-
tion may well turn out to be the
clarion call of the "90s. We have no
Vietnam, no Hitler, no Depression, no
true era of romance to rail against or
praise. Save perhaps for AIDS and
the disintegrating veneer of racial har-
mony in the United States, the ques-

tion is: What else would our young writ-
ers write about?

These three novels exemplify this
agitprop of addiction. Their authors
each hold a mirror to the mouth of
self-pitying, bedridden, baby-boomer
types and locate the steam of life. They
explore drug, alcohol, and television
addictions, using each addictive sub-
stance to comment on contemporary
culture and values. Yet, because the
time frame of these novels is spaced
between the ‘50s and early ‘80s, the
contemporary humanitarian ideals con-
veyed often fall flat. Are they period
pieces — or should a reader somehow
understand something beyond the
overriding simplicity of this: Better
days, these writers say, used to be.

Ultimately, strategy overcomes
story in all three of these novels.
There’s little or no subtext at work
here. | am reminded of McCabe and
Mrs. Miller, the hippiest of hippie west-
erns, an entertaining redundancy at
best. The message purveyed — “Don’t
be an addict. Don’t be a deviant” - be-
comes simply an erudite placebo for
the cruder propaganda exemplified so
perfectly by Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say
No!” campaign.

Michael Parker’s Hello Down There is
certainly the most ambitious of the
three novels. Parker’s prose sings, of-
ten, and | envy his dexterity. At his
best, when eccentric humor meets
Southern Gothic tradition, Parker
mines a lively groove somewhere be-
tween Styron’s Lie Down in Darkness
and Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good
Man Is Hard to Find.” The plot con-
cerns a sort of Holy Grail quest as a
cultured, small town aristocrat, Edwin
Keane, a dope addict who nevertheless
feels that he is “the only one not sleep-
walking” (1), is awakened from a year-
long morphine-induced stupor by the
purity and beauty of one Eureka
Speight. Seventeen-year-old Eureka, a
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jaugh-out-loud funny, a clever coun-
terpoint to Maurey’s sending a post-
card to her deceased father at each
stop along the way. One reads:

Dear Dad,
. . . Proportion in Texas is shot
to hell. The state is like Wyo-
ming, only flat and the sky and
earth are the wrong color.
Makes for disorientation.
I 'am living an ugly cartoon.
Wish you weren’t dead,
Maurey (137)

Lloyd, too, the crustiest of Mariboro
Man/Lee Marvin types, tells the ulti-
mate lost weekend tales. He is the ag-
ing American maverick writ large, and
he wears Maurey down. He is, she
says, “like the Tar Baby in the Uncle
Remus stories who sat there taking
each punch until his attacker was ab-
sorbed and beaten” (195).

Sandlin’s novel goes head-to-head
with the horrors of alcoholism and,
without being overly preachy, suc-
ceeds. The moral status of compulsion
is difficult to define for a writer. The
onus of being bad is thrown off when
the same phenomenon is delivered up
by an army of psychiatrists, guidance
counselors, physicians, and treatment
practitioners as a “disease.” The ironist
has always been a moralist, but there’s
almost a sociological subtext to
Sandlin’s writing. The notion of an ob-
sessive craving for alcohol linked by a
physical allergy to the drug itself is the
bastion of the tenets of Alcoholics
Anonymous. It has been regurgitated
too many times in the media already.
Such preaching would fall on deaf ears
save for the presence of the wonder-
fully idiosyncratic, AA-addicted Shane
and Lloyd and their brave fight to save
Maurey from her steadiest companion:

Yukon jack [Maurey says] was
my kind of companion. jack
never lets you down, never
comes and goes to sleep just as
I’m getting started. He's mo-
nogamous and predictable. A
certain amount of Jack causes a
certain amount of warmth. He's
always there and he never calls
me cunt. (9)

A risky game this. Sandlin does not
pull his punches. Spunky little Maurey
skirts that gender line dangerously, es-
pecially for these sensitive P.C. times.
She carries “a little Dan Wesson model
12 .357 Magnum with a four-inch bar-
rel and a satin blue stock” and has no
compunction about waving it in be-
tween the legs of all the macho,
pseudo-cowboys who harass her.
“Where other people knock on wood,”
she says, “l rub my rod” (2). From the
get-go, we realize that Maurey is
bound to take a fall. The question is:
How predictable will this tale of self-
destruction be? How previously trav-
eled will be her road?

When she’s not drunk and waving
her pistol, Maurey begs for love like a
sick puppy. Witnessing her former
drinking buddy coo to her boyfriend
causes Maurey to wince and close
her eyes. “Watching other people’s
affection makes me sad. . . . Hell,
| could stop drinking if someone good
loved me” (30).

Sandlin’s use of archetypal models
to invert the usual media/art lore (e.g.,
Rugged individualists can smoke pack
after pack of cigarettes and drink gal-
lons of liquor but never show ity works
exceedingly well. Unfortunately, half-
way through the trip, Sandlin begins
to run out of gas. His three protago-
nists take on a motley crew of eccen-
tric strangers, all with their own convo-
juted stories to tell. Having grown so
deeply absorbed in Maurey, Lloyd, and

208

Shane, | was amazed to find that
Sandlin seemed to lose confidence in
his narrative and felt the need to add
too many other needlessly complicated
(and unsatisfactorily resolved) conflicts.
By the time Moby Dick is pulled over
(harpooned) in Tennessee by the usual
pot-bellied pig policemen and the
travelers begin to lose their cache of
beer, things have grown as dry as the
bickering within their stale mobile

loaf of bread.

Some 2,500 miles after their trip
began, Maurey arrives alone in Greens-
boro eager to locate an AA meeting.
Left behind are a crippled would-be
rapist and her rescuer, Shane, who dies
a zany Camille-like death. But as creaky
as the narrative becomes, this is still a
splendidly entertaining novel.

Watching TV with the Red Chinese
takes this idea of the agitprop of addic-
tion to its logical culmination - televi-
sion, after all, may be our ultimate
addiction. The plot is simple —it’s an
absurdist drama one might find on
such pseudo-realistic shows as Hill
Street Blues or L.A. Law, which is kinda
sorta the point. The first-person narra-
tor, Dexter Mitchell, a 24-year-old
failed actor, tells the story of his neigh-
bors, three Chinese students — Tzu, a
witty pragmatist; Wa, a fanatical
Maoist; and Chen, a young naif enam-
ored of all things American — who
arrive in 1980 Cleveland and learn
about the United States via their con-
stant exposure to television.

Dexter watches mutely on the side-
lines as his former paramour, the
wicked, fickle Suzanne Betts uses Chen
as a vehicle of revenge against all the
men who've previously wronged her.
Another of Suzanne’s rejected suitors,
Czapinczyk, turns his racist hatred on
Chen, who thus feels obliged to follow
the American media passage of rites:
buy a gun and stage a tragic High
Noon-type shootout vendetta.
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